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Improving Property Tax Administration 


Survey Shows States Are Trying to Eliminate Inequities 


by WituiaM |. HERMAN 


yo COLLECTIONS from real and personal property taxes in fiscal 1950 by state and local 
governments totalled $7,366 million—real property taxes paid in 1950 were equivalent to 
$2,105 on each square mile of land in the U. S. (including Federally-owned property )—the ad- 


ministration of this largest state-local revenue : 
Conversely, few words, relatively speaking, have 


producing tax leaves much to be desired. But 
there are today multiple signs that improve- 
ments in administering this tax are on their way. 

The property tax has been condemned by econo- 
mists since its inception. The underlying theory and 
the administrative difficulties of the tax have pro- 
duced volumes of critical literature on the subject. 


been written in defense of a tax that had its incep- 
tion in medieval times and was first used in this 
country in the colonies. 

Although most states no longer rely upon the 
property tax as a major source of revenue—many 
municipalities are also relying increasingly upon 


TABLE 1 


Property Tax Collections of State and Local Governments 
Total and Per Capita 
Selected Fiscal Years, 1890-1950 


1950 1949 1948 


1942 1932 1902 1890 


Total (Millions) 


Total $7,366 $6,842 $6,128 


State 311 276 279 


Local 7,056 6,566 5,850 


$4,544 $4,682 $706 
271 328 82 
4,273 4,353 624 


Per Capita 


Total $48.56 $45.85 $41.81 
State 2.05 ‘ 1.90 
Local 46.52 d 39.91 


$33.74 
2.01 
31.73 


“ Detail will not necessarily add to totals because of rounding. 


Source: Department of Commerce. 


Copyright 1952 by The Tax Foundation, Inc. 
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non-property taxes—the property tax continues to 
be the revenue backbone of some state governments 
and of all local governmental units. 


It has been estimated that 85 percent of total 
property tax collections are derived from taxes on 
real property. Assuming this to be so, real property 
taxes paid in 1950 then, were equivalent to $2,105 
on each square mile of land in the country; the 
average property tax in 1950 was $48.56 per per- 
son. The $2,105 figure does not take into consider- 
ation that the Federal government owns roughly 
one-fourth of the total land area of the United 
States. 


Most of this Federally-owned land is exempt 
from state and local taxation. In some cases, the 
Federal government makes payments in lieu of 
taxes, but these amounts are much less than would 
be paid if the property were privately owned. 


As the table on page 27 depicting the trend of 
state and local property tax collections since 1890 
shows, it is evident that local governments rely 
much more heavily upon the property tax than do 
state governments. As a matter of fact, in only 11 
states was more than $10 million per state collected 
from this source in fiscal 1950. 


. Local units of government collected over 88% of 

tax revenue from the property tax in the same fiscal 
year. Counties, cities, school districts, special dis- 
tricts, and towns all use this tax extensively. The 
following table presents fiscal year 1950 property 
tax collections by unit of local government: 


TABLE 2 


Total Local Property Taxes by 


Type of Government 
Fiscal Year 1950 


As Percent 

Amount of Total 

(Thousands) Taxes 

Total $7,055,750 88.18 
County 1,599,660 95.31 
City 2,814,494 76.98 
School District 2,121,002" 100.00 
Other’ 520,594 95.33 


“Includes an unsegregable amount of other taxes. 

* Comprises special districts and townships, including towns in 
New England states, New York, and Wisconsin. 
Source: Department of Commerce. 





The Federal government. on the other hand, has 
only resorted to the property tax on rare occasions. 
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In 1798, a direct tax on dwellings, slaves and land 
was apportioned among the states. During the war 
of 1812, this same tax was again levied and a simi- 
lar tax was once more imposed during the Civil 
War. It is generally recognized, however, that the 
property tax is best suited for use by state and local 
governments, and primarily, the latter. 


Many states have relinquished the property tax 
entirely to local units of government but, despite 
this trend, states still exercise considerable super- 
vision and influence over the administration of the 
property tax on the local level. 

The property tax, despite its importance, is gen- 
erally considered to be one of the most poorly- 
administered taxes of any currently used by any 
levels of government; many inequalities are preva- 
lent in its administration. In view of this and con- 
sidering the fiscal importance of the property tax, 
Tax Foundation made a survey of what state and 
local governments are doing to improve adminis- 
tration of the tax. 

The results are gratifying. It is encouraging to 
note that instead of pyramiding existing inequities 
through rate increases, many of the states are con- 
centrating on improving the administration of the 
property tax. 


The following summary then, represents recent 
activities of some of the states in the property tax 
field. The list is not all-inclusive as other states are 
rendering various forms of assistance to localities in 
an attempt to make the property tax more equitable. 


For the most part, the survey shows state-wide 
innovations initiated by the states themselves. There 
are, however, some instances shown where there 
has been a trend by local units to refine and reform 
the administration of the property tax. Many states, 
for example, have conducted training courses for 


assessors or have published manuals for use by 


assessing officers. However, unless these were recent, 
they are not included in the survey. 


Arkansas 

To help equalize assessments, the 1951 General 
Assembly authorized counties to employ appraisers 
where appraisals are to be turned over to County 
Equalization Boards for adjustment of assessments. 


California 
A survey begun in 1947 by the State Board of 


Equalization to suggest improved assessing proce- 
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dures has been practically completed for all of the 
58 counties. The proposed improvements have been 
adopted by some local boards of supervisors. Also, 
legislative committees were established in 1951 to 
study tax equalization. Action on their findings is 
expected in the 1953 Legislative session. 


Colorado 

A state-wide reappraisal program was started in 
1947 to provide uniform assessment of each class 
of property in its ratio to full value. Financing and 
stafing responsibilities have been borne jointly by 
the State and counties. In 1951, the State Tax Com- 
mission passed a resolution making the 1952 assess- 
ments conform to the reappraisal. 


Connecticut 

In 1950, the State Tax Commission cooperated 
in the preparation of an assessors’ handbook. The 
Tax Commission also assists in conducting an an- 
nual training course for assessing officers. 


Florida 

Both leading candidates for Governor are on rec- 
ord as favoring the establishment of a State Tax 
Commission to equalize assessments, provide an 
authority for appeals by taxpayers and establish a 
yardstick of valuation for equalized taxation. 


Georgia 

Higher qualifications, higher salaries, and special 
training were recommended for county assessing 
officers in a 1950 report of a special investigating 
committee created by the Legislature. 


Idaho 

The State Tax Commission is working with county 
assessors to make equitable appraisals on all classes 
of property. Aids include an assessment manual, 
aerial-photograph tax maps, and workable formulas 
designed in cooperation with the various industries 
for evaluating different classes of real and personal 
property. 


Ilinois 

A 1946 law, designed to secure inter-county equal- 
ization at full value by use of a single multiplier, 
has been limited in its effectiveness by a lack of 
uniform assessments within each county. A 1949 law 
calling for a supervisor of assessments in each 


county to equalize values has been declared un- 
constitutional. 


Indiana 

In the past two years, the State Board of Tax 
Commissioners prepared a guide for assessing land 
and buildings, and supervised local assessors in a 
general state-wide reassessment. The State Board 
has ordered equalization in several counties where 
assessments were too low. 


lowa 


A new assessor law was passed in 1947 to provide 
competent, qualified, and experienced assessors. 


Kentucky 

In the past few years, the State Department of 
Revenue established a Local Assessment Section 
and prepared current assessing manuals. A program 
emphasizing the equalization of assessments of real 
property is under way. 


Maine 

The Governor’s special tax revision committee 
recommended that the State be divided into assess- 
ment districts, each of which would be large enough 
to support at least one full-time, adequately-paid 
assessor. 


Maryland 

In 1951, legislation was enacted which required 
the State Tax Commission to establish in each 
county and in Baltimore City, a complete record of 
properties and a system of appraisal aids consisting 
of property description cards, location, land classi- 
fication and unit valuation maps, records of new 
sales, and proper indices and cross-indices. 


Massachusetts 

A 1950 act authorizes cities and towns to engage 
expert appraisers to revalue taxable real estate. 
This, plus urging by the State Tax Commissioner, 
has resulted in revaluations in some fifteen com- 
munities. 


Minnesota 

In 1947, the Legislature enacted a law establish- 
ing an assessing oficer for each county for the pur- 
pose of centralizing property assessment at the 
county level. The State has also assisted the counties 
in selecting and training assessors. 
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Missouri 

The State Tax Commission has begun an equali- 
zation program designed to bring all county assess- 
ments of certain types of property within ten per- 
cent of the state average. 


Montana 

Roughly half of the counties have employed 
appraisal firms or special staffs to revalue improve- 
ments. The 1953 Legislature is expected to raise 
salaries of county assessors to attract better quali- 


fied people into the field. 


cers in assessment techniques. The Tax Commission 
has also conducted complete reappraisals in a num- 
ber of towns, prepared property record cards, ob- 
tained increased appropriations for the employment 
of appraisers to assist local officials, and has en- 
couraged cities to employ professional appraisers. 


New Jersey 

The Legislature has recently ordered the State 
Tax Policy Commission to prepare a study on the 
problems involved in state-wide equalization of real 
and personal property assessments. It also appro- 


WILLIAM I. HERMAN is Senior Researcher at the Tax Foundation. His public finance background 
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Nebraska 

The 1947 Legislature provided for the election of 
full time county assessors; abolished the elective 
office of precinct assessor; allowed county boards 
to appoint county appraisal and classification com- 
mittees with power to reappraise; and provided for 
the appointment by the State Tax Commissioner of 
field representatives to assist and supervise the work 
of the county assessors and county boards of 
equalization. A majority of counties have completed 
or are in the process of completing reappraisal 
programs. 


Nevada 

The 1947 Legislature established a Division of 
Valuation for the purpose of equalizing assessed 
values within and between the various counties. By 
the time the program came to an end, in 1949, 
standardized methods were installed in over half of 
the counties. A bill reactivating this program will 
be presented at the next legislative session. 


New Hampshire 

The Tax Commission has, for the past seven 
years, concentrated on helping local officials in the 
reappraisal of property. This program has been 
carried out by having State appraisers take samples 
of assessments and instructing local assessing off- 
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priated funds for the creation of a new Local 
Property Tax Bureau within the Department of the 
Treasury, for the purpose of developing uniform 
assessment practices. 


New Mexico 

Appropriations were made in 1947, 1949, and 
1951 for the State Tax Commission to revaluate 
property on an equalized basis. The 1951 Legisla- 
ture provided for lay advisory committees to be 
appointed in each county. The State Tax Commis- 
sion is using a 10 percent sampling process to 
determine the ratio of assessments to full market 
value. 


New York 


A temporary State Board of Equalization and 
Assessment was created in 1949 to establish new 
state equalization rates. Such rates, which express 
local assessments as a percentage of full value, are 
used to determine local property tax and debt 
limits, valuations of special franchises for local 
tax purposes, and as a factor in granting state 
education aid. The fact-finding job is nearing 
completion. 


North Carolina 
Action has been limited to a few counties which 
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have brought in independent appraisers to reval- 
uate property. 


North Dakota 

In 1951, the Legislative Research Committee was 
ordered to make a special study of property assess- 
ments. It is expected to recommend changes in law 
to the next General Assembly and ask for additional 
funds with which to continue the study. 


Ohio 

The Board of Tax Appeals is nearing completion 
of a study of appraisals and analyses, in which it 
used the sales ratio data method. This information 
will be used by county auditors to revalue real 
property. 


Oklahoma 

It is expected that a bill, providing for equali- 
zation of assessments on a state-wide basis, will be 
introduced in the 1953 Legislature. Reappraisal 
action to date has been limited to half a dozen 
counties. 


Oregon 

A complete reappraisal of all real estate in each 
county, within a ten-year period, and installation 
of standardized assessment methods is being under- 
taken by the State Tax Commission in conjunction 
with the counties. Revaluation programs are planned 
for eight counties every two years. 


Pennsylvania 

Changes in assessment laws by the 1951 General 
Assembly provided that all except the eight largest 
counties must establish within five years, a perma- 
nent assessment records system consisting of tax 
maps, property record cards and property owners’ 
index. Assessments based on an established, pre- 
determined ratio were required to be determined 
by a chief county assessor on the basis of facts as 
requested from locally elected assessors. 


Rhode Island 

In recent years, many of the local governments 
have employed appraisal companies to make com- 
plete reassessments of all taxable properties. No 
state control is exercised over assessing. 


South Dakota 
The Division of Taxation has prepared an asses- 
sors’ manual and is preparing schedules to aid 


assessors. A bill designed to remedy the assessment 
procedure in the State is expected to be introduced 
in the forthcoming legislative session. 


Utah 

A complete revaluation of land and _ buildings 
throughout the State is being made jointly by the 
State Tax Commission and the respective counties. 
Work has been completed in 18 counties and par- 
tially completed in 3 or 4 other counties. A prop- 
erty tax manual was published by the State Tax 
Commission in 1950, and research studies such as 
pipe line valuation and assessed valuation of live- 
stock have recently been undertaken or are currently 


in progress. 


Virginia 

Legislation was passed in 1950 requiring a re- 
assessment of all taxable property in each county 
at least once every six years. 


Washington 

The State in 1951 issued an appraisal manual 
pertaining to residential property, and in 1952 pub- 
lished another such manual dealing with timber and 
forest lands. Other methods aimed at improving 
assessment procedure such as securing appointive 
assessors, are being considered. 


West Virginia 
A study of property evaluations has been in 
progress by the State Tax Commissioner since 1947. 


Wisconsin 

Legislation enacted by the 1951 Legislature aimed 
at improving local assessments by: (1) permitting 
optional civil service appointment of town assessors ; 
(2) providing for periodic review of local assess- 
ment practices by the State with recommendations 
for improvement; and (3) advising local assessors 
that real and personal property should both be 
assessed at full cash or market value. 


Wyoming 

Working as a team with county assessors, State 
Board of Equalization staff members have in recent 
years revalued all improvements on town lots and 
about 95 percent of improvements on rural lands. 
For the past two years, the State also has been 
studying valuations of industrial properties. 
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